The life of Henry Martyn raises important questions about martyrdom in the Christian church. In the New Testament martyria does not mean simply "being killed for faith" -though it does mean that. Broadly it means "bearing witness" to all that God has done in the life and the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and to all that God has done in the church and in our lives. But in the course of history, it has come to bear a particular meaning in relation to bearing persecution in the name of Jesus Christ and of being willing to lose one's life for his sake. If we look at the history of martyrdom in the Roman Empire, we see that Christians were martyred for different reasons at different times. In the earliest period they were martyred because it was thought that they committed what the Romans called flagitia, or crimes. Among other crimes, Christians were accused of incest and cannibalism. They were martyred not only for such crimes but also because they were thought to have brought misfortune to a particular place. A natural disaster would be seen as due to the crimes the Christians supposedly committed. There is also a history of Christian martyrdom in the Islamic world. The Coptic Church in Egypt claims that it has always lived in persecution. The whole history of that church is one of oppression, first by the Romans, then by the Persians, and then by Muslims. This has not stopped at all, even during the time that Christian Byzantium ruled Egypt. Because the Copts were regarded as heretics, Byzantium persecuted the Copts as much as the pagan Romans had. One reason why many of the cities in the East, like Alexandria and Damascus and even Jerusalem, surrendered to the Muslim armies was because they thought Muslim rule might be better than the rule of Byzantium. At first, the conquering Muslim Arabs were few in number and most of their energies went into consolidating their holdings. However, as the Muslim population grew, and as Islamic law was codified into its various schools, the place of minorities such as Christians and Jews became more and more difficult. 
What kinds of martyrdom are there? In the Orthodox Church there are three kinds: white, green, and red. White martyrdom is giving up all of one's wealth for the sake of the Gospel and becoming a monk or a hermit. Green martyrdom, while less radical, nevertheless entails living an austere life so that one can experience God more deeply and share God with others. Red martyrdom is the martyrdom of shedding blood. Kallistos Timothy Ware, in his book on the Orthodox Church, observes that the Orthodox had not experienced martyrdom of the blood for a long period until the advent of Marxism. In earlier centuries, however, when Orthodox communities were under the Ottoman Empire, there was much martyrdom of blood. What strikes me most about Henry Martyn and his readiness to suffer is the way in which he was prepared to cross cultural and linguistic divides, almost forgetting himself in the process -enormous cultural and linguistic divides that were likely greater for him then than they are for us today. Yet a readiness for cross-cultural commitment is something that we do not generally see today in the Christian church. We do not see it in the West, in Africa, or in Asia. People are content to be Christians with their own group; they do not have any desire to cross barriers. This is a formidable obstacle to mission, not only for global mission but also for local mission. As a diocesan bishop, I am well aware of the number of clergy who want to go to nice areas that they like and are used to. We have difficulty in encouraging people to go to areas of problems, of high population density, with a great deal of development taking place -nobody wants to go there. The whole idea of church is very romantic. People prefer to go to traditional-looking churches. So this is certainly a question for mission today, both global and local -are we willing to cross barriers as Martyn most certainly was? 
